Childrens Hospital, Los Angeles, Division of Adolescent Medicine, Substance Abuse Prevention & Treatment
A Peer Helper Training Program was designed and implemented within the Division of Adolescent Medicine at Childrens Hospital Los Angeles in June 2008. It was motivated by the belief that youth can be powerful change agents in the lives of other youth and can help prevent or reduce the harmful effects of substance related problems. The Program was designed as a prevention strategy to address substance use among young people ages 10-25. Initially, the primary objective was to train young people as Peer Helpers so that they could provide useful information to other young people about drugs and alcohol. The Program has developed into a phenomenal display of resilience-based prevention that promotes competence in a group of extraordinary youth who provide education to peers, parents, and community providers throughout Los Angeles.

Outreach for the group was done by posting a flyer within the Division of Adolescent Medicine and partnering agencies in the Hollywood area. The only requirement was a willingness to commit to the training schedule sponsored by the Substance Abuse Prevention and Treatment Program  (SAPT) at CHLA. There were ten youth ready to be trained as peer helpers within a few weeks. They were all between 18 and 24 years old, several were living in homeless shelters and transitional living programs. Three were actively involved in recovery from drugs and alcohol, others were contemplating whether or not their use was problematic, and three said that they didn’t drink or use because they had family members who were alcoholics or addicts and they were vehemently opposed to use. All thought they could work with other youth to educate them and support alternative and healthy decision-making. Collectively, they represented “high-risk” youth dealing with poverty, oppression, gang violence, homelessness, and complex trauma. 

The SAPT program at Childrens Hospital in the Division of Adolescent Medicine offers a unique Peer Educator Program. Most of the youth enrolled in the Peer Educator Program are youth who are struggling with their own substance use. The Peer Educator Training Program is an avenue for exploration, to enhance motivation, and to enhance positive youth development through leadership. 

Coreena Hendrickson, LCSW, CPPE, director of SAPT, reports that “in 2010, we had two series of trainings. One training involved youth ages 13-19 who were in high school or continuation school. From this group of youth, several served on panels to provide presentations regarding substance use and young people, using their own personal stories and information they had learned about risk and protective factors and the continuum of use.”

The youth spoke to more than 60 social workers for the Los Angeles Department of Children and Family Services; more than 300 youth at the Ticket – a youth conference in Hollywood for high school students; and for Antioch University for students in the Masters of Psychology Program studying chemical dependency.

In October, LGBT homeless and runaway youth residing in transitional housing ages 18-25 were trained. These youth produced a video for the 8th National Harm Reduction Conference in Texas; spoke to more than 200 providers for the Los Angeles Substance Abuse Prevention and Control & Department of Public Health; Antioch University; and medical providers at CHLA. 

Coreena noted, “We are pleased to continue to offer this program to youth and are forever impressed with the youth’s honesty, commitment, and leadership. Some of these same youth have continued in treatment and others serve on our Youth Advisory Council for SAPT services.”

